What the Research Tells Us 


ver the last four decades, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of children growing up in homes without 

fathers. In 1960, fewer than 10 million children did not live with their fathers. Today, the number is nearly 25 
million. More than one-third of these children will not see their fathers at all during the course of a year. Studies show that 
children who grow up without responsible 


fathers are significantly more likely to “When fathers play a responsible and nurturing role 
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shown to have a positive effect on children’s 


social, cognitive, and academic achievement, 

and behavior. Children do better in school when fathers are involved—they get better grades, are less likely to repeat a 
grade, and are less likely to be expelled.* Even for very young children, good fathering contributes to the development 
of emotional security, curiosity, and math and verbal skills.* Fathers also play a unique role in shaping children’s gender 
development: children develop a firmer gender identity by having a warm, nurturing, involved father.* > 


Involving Fathers in Early Childhood Programs 


lhe U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) supports programs and policies that reflect the critical role 

that both fathers and mothers play in building strong and successful families and in the well-being of children. Under 
the leadership of President Bush and HHS Secretary Thompson, HHS’ Administration for Children and Families (ACF) 
is developing innovative programs to promote responsible fatherhood. Some of these programs seek to sharpen fathers’ 
parenting skills. Others aim to discourage young men from becoming fathers until they are married and prepared for 
fatherhood’s life-altering responsibilities. Still other programs fund research to improve our understanding of how fathers 
contribute to child development. The Administration is undertaking many of these programs in partnership with others, 
including State governments, academic institutions, and community and faith-based organizations. 


Father involvement in early childhood programs refers to opportunities that are designed specifically to attract and 
engage fathers.° Involvement can mean both involvement of fathers in the education of their children and involvement in 
their care and support.’ It can be as varied as spending time in a classroom, reading to children at home, participating in 
parenting and family relationship classes, or attending job training. 
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Specific Steps for Early Childhood Programs 


Specific steps that child care programs can take to involve fathers include: 


e Arranging special father-child activities; 


¢ Recruiting fathers to volunteer in the classroom; 
e Sponsoring fatherhood workshops and discussion groups; 
e Ensuring that fathers are depicted in newsletters and classroom posters; 
and 


e Matching fatherless children with male mentors. 


Experts note that several key issues must be explored as early childhood 

programs seek to promote father involvement: being specific about father 

involvement goals; identifying significant role figures; and providing 

training and support services to staff.* Programs should build on the needs 

and interests of the individual fathers in the program and should design 
activities for both fathers and mothers that are flexibly scheduled. Several 

studies have noted that the highest father participation was in family activities 
that involved the father and the child or the whole family.” '° 
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